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REDISCOVERY OF THE MANY-CROWNED 
STRAWBERRY, FR.4GARIA MULTICIPITA FERNALD 

Paul M. Catling 

ABSTRACT 

Three stations of Fragaria multicipita Femald were rediscovered in the general 
area of the type locality along Rividre Ste.-Anne in Gaspe, Quebec. This taxon 
has not been accepted as a species by a number of recent compilers and monog¬ 
raphers, but the plants retained distinctive features under greenhouse cultivation 
suggesting that taxonomic recognition may be appropriate, although the appro¬ 
priate rank is unclear. The distinctive features include small size, small almost 
stalkless leaflets and a multicipital, more or less runnerless caudex. The plants 
were confined to dry sandy or silty, open riverine bars. Study of living plants of 
F. multicipita may help to further elucidate the nature of endemism in northeastern 
North America. It will also contribute additional information relevant to the 
classification of strawberries, this in turn providing the information needed for 
optimal germplasm protection and for increasing the low genetic diversity of 
strawberries cultivated in North America. Where F. multicipita occurs there is 
substantial variation in native species of Fragaria, and in situ as well as ex situ 
protection is desirable. 
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Fragaria multicipita was described by M. L. Femald in 1908 
on the basis of material that he collected with J. F. Collins (230, 
gh) along Riviere Ste.-Anne in Gaspe, Quebec. The species was 
never discovered anywhere else and Femald was unable to re¬ 
locate the plants in 1927 when he found that the type locality had 
been used for a logging camp and the habitat there completely 
destroyed (Femald, 1940). Many botanists visited the Ste.-Anne 
valley to search for Fragaria multicipita, but all searches were 
unsuccessful and it was assumed to be extinct (Drury, 1969; Scog- 
gan, 1978). Having been known only from the type collection for 
84 years, it was rediscovered in 1992 at three separate localities 
along the Riviere Ste.-Anne. Pressed specimens ot recently col¬ 
lected plants have been deposited at dao and mt and living ma¬ 
terial is being propagated for further research. The purposes of 
the following notes are to outline the history of this taxon, and 
to provide some new information resulting from its rediscovery, 
along with an indication of its potential significance. 
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TAXONOMIC HISTORY 

Fragaria multicipita was retained as a species by Rydberg (1908) 
in his monograph produced the same year that Femald described 
the plant. It was one of three species of strawberries recognized 
in northeastern North America by Femald in 1950, and it was 
accepted by Scoggan the same year in his flora of Bic and the 
Gaspe Peninsula. 

Most authors after 1950 either overlooked it, rejected it entirely, 
or placed it in synonymy under F. virginiana with neither expla¬ 
nation nor comment. Among the reasons for this are the two facts 
that it was not found again (see above) and that the most influ¬ 
ential botanists concerned with northeastern North America at 
the time were “lumpers’' who considered taxa described by Fer- 
nald as the products of extreme splitting. Gleason (1952) placed 
F. multicipita in synonymy under F. virginiana var. terrae-novae 
(Rydb.) Fern. & Wieg. Fragaria multicipita was not mentioned 
by Boivin (1966) or Gleason and Cronquist (1963, 1991). Staudt 
(1962) in a monographic work on Fragaria did not mention F. 
multicipita, nor was it mentioned by him (1989) in a recent syn¬ 
opsis of the species of Fragaria. Scoggan (1978) rejected F. mul¬ 
ticipita from the flora of Canada, but he nevertheless discussed 
it in some depth. He correctly noted that Staudt (1962) had treated 
plants of F. vesca from Europe that were without runners as f. 
eflagellaris (Dene.) Staudt. although he (Staudt) had not men¬ 
tioned F. multicipita. Kartesz and Kartesz (1980) treated F. mul¬ 
ticipita as a synonym of F. virginiana ssp. virginiana. With this 
lack of acceptance it is not surprising that it was not mentioned 
in recent listings of the rare plants of Quebec (Bouchard et al., 

1983; Lavoie, 1992). 

Regardless of a recent lack of acceptance, F. multicipita has not 
been lost completely. Rice et al. (1982) listed it as one of four 
species of Fragaria occurring in Canada and the United States. 
A number of recent studies have found Femaldian taxa to be 
discrete and worthy of recognition. Among these are studies of 
other northeastern endemic species named by Femald such as 
Aster anticostensis Femald and Aster laurentianus Femald, both 
of which have recently proved worthy of species rank (Brouillet 
and Labrecque, 1987; Houle and Haber, 1990; Labrecque and 
Brouillet, 1990). Despite taxonomic recognition of some aber¬ 
rations and an untenable varietal concept, taxa described by Fer- 
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nald are now more widely regarded as the potentially astute ob¬ 
servations of one of North America's great taxonomists. As noted 
by Drury (1969); “Femald’s judgement and ability to separate 
cogent from trivial differences were amazing.” 

DISTINCTIVE FEATURES 

Although Femald (1908) described the plant as caespitose with 
the caudex divided into several to many crowded upright branches 
that were very rarely stoloniferous, and he named it multicipita 
in reference to the multicipital caudex (i.e., the root top or stem 
base with many crowns or heads), it was not until 1950 in the 
8th edition of Gray’s manual that it became completely clear that 
this is what he regarded as one of the most distinctive characters. 
Additionally Femald (1950) used the relatively small leaves (less 
than 3 cm long) with sessile leaflets possessed by F. multicipita 
to distinguish it from F. virginiana. 

Rydberg (1908) also used the lack of runners and the small 
sessile leaflets to distinguish F. multicipita from other species, but 
he also employed its short petals less than 5 mm long to distin¬ 
guish it from his Fragaria terrae-novae Rydb., which most sub¬ 
sequent authors placed with F. virginiana, either as a synonym 
or as a variety (e.g., Femald, 1950). Scoggan (1950) utilized Ryd¬ 
berg’s (1908) key characters in his flora of Bic and the Gaspe 
Peninsula. Fragaria multicipita was basically distinguished as a 
small-leaved bushy strawberry lacking runners (Figure 1) by those 
taxonomists who recognized it. 

REDISCOVERY AND RECENT OBSERVATIONS 

Much of the lower valley of Riviere Ste.-Anne is a broad and 
more or less flat floodplain. Although the river is relatively fast 
flowing, it meanders through riverine deposits of gravel, sand and 
silt. The disturbance and erosion from periodic torrential flooding 
accompanied by ice-scouring in spring, and later deposition re¬ 
sults in extensive open areas near the river. Substrates vary in 
amounts of disturbance as well as composition and wetness, the 
latter a consequence of height and slope. Although some of the 
deposits are without vegetation cover, where disturbance is lim¬ 
ited or deposition less recent, a vegetation cover has developed. 
Fragaria multicipita was rediscovered on dry, open, gentle slopes 
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Figure 1. The holotype of F. multicipita (Femald & Collins 230, gh). 

on bars composed of silt, fine sand, or gravel (Figure 2) where 
lew other plants occurred and the vegetation cover was sparse. 
At 4 km SSE ot Ste.-Anne-des Monts, 20 plants were found. At 
approx. 9 km SSE of Ste.-Anne-des-Monts, 52 plants were found. 
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Figure 2. A, Riviere Ste.-Anne, Gaspe, showing extensive open, silty sandy 
and gravel bars where Fragaria multicipita still occurs. The habitat extends across 
the center of the photograph between the barren, rocky rivershore and the en¬ 
croaching forest. 


At approx. 13 km SSE of Ste.-Anne-des-Monts, 15 plants were 
found. Ten of the plants found at the station 9 km SSE, growing 
on an isolated bar differed from the type material only in having 
spreading instead of appressed trichomes on the leaf petioles. 

Other species growing with or near to Fragaria multicipita in¬ 
cluded Achillea millefolium L. ssp. borealis (Bong.) Breitung, Bro- 
musciliatus L., B. inermis Leyss., Chrysanthemum leucanthemum 
L., Dryas drummondii Richards., infrataxa of Elymus trachycau- 
lus (Link) Gould in Shinn., Elytrigia repens (L.) Nevski, Fragaria 
virginiana Miller, Galium mollugo L., Oenothera parviflora L., 
Poa compressa L., P. pratensis L., Rubuspubescens Raf. and Silene 
vulgaris (Moench) Garcke. 

The variation in Fragaria along Riviere Ste.-Anne is remark¬ 
able. In addition to F. multicipita with either spreading or ap¬ 
pressed trichomes, F. vesca L. ssp. americana (Porter) Staudt 
occurs in moist and more shaded places. Finally, plants referable 
to F. virginiana Miller but of different heights, had divergent or 
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appressed ascending trichomes on the petioles, large or small 
leaflets of various shapes and numbers with long or short petioles, 
and stolons of various lengths, colors and thicknesses. One ob¬ 
vious potential explanation for the variation is the remarkable 
range of adjacent habitats, but a mingling of glacial and preglacial 
relicts (Drury, 1969; Femald, 1925) with more recent invaders is 
also a possibility. 

The Ste.-Anne rivershore environment includes some inter¬ 
esting subarctic or alpine elements, in addition to Dryas drutn- 
mondii, such as Carex atratiformis Britton, C. capillaris L., and 
C. media R. Br. These elements present a striking contrast to the 
surrounding forest and are only a few of the species included in 
the distinct and restricted rivershore flora of the region (Labrecque 
and Brouillet, 1990; Scoggan, 1950). Some of these elements, such 
as the arctic and cordilleran Lathyrus venosus Muhl. var. intonsus 
Butters & St. John, are known from only one, or a very few, 
eastern stations. Other well established northeastern endemics, 
such as Aster anticostensis Femald and Pedicularis furbishiae S. 
Watson, are also species of disturbed rivershores. The Gaspe 
Peninsula and the general region of the Gulf of St. Lawrence have 
been identified as an evolutionary center (Argus and McNeill, 
1974) and an area of relatively high endemism (e.g., Marie-Vic- 
torin, 1938; Morisset, 1971; Argus, 1977; Bouchard et al., 1985). 
Fragaria multicipita appears to be similar to many of the Gulf of 
St. Lawrence endemics in being a plant of open, disturbed habitats 
that is rare and characterized by small populations (Marie-Vic- 
torin, 1938; Morisset, 1971; Wynne-Edwards, 1939). 

material examined: CANADA: Quebec: Gaspe Ouest Mu¬ 
nicipality: Cap Chat Township: River Ste. Anne-des-Monts, 14— 
17 July 1906, M. L. Femald & J. F. Collins 230 (Holotype-GH!, 
Isotype-gh!); 9 km SSE of Ste.-Anne-des-Monts (hwy 132) beside 
Riviere Ste.-Anne, 49°04'40"N, 66°29'55"W, 16 July 1992, P. M. 
Catling & V. R. Catling 13251 (dao, mt). 


SIGNIFICANCE 

The rediscovery ofF. multicipita is significant in many respects. 
It has already resulted in additional information relevant to clas¬ 
sification. When portions of 50 plants representing variation in 
I ragaria along the Ste.-Anne rivershore were grown beside each 


1993] 


Catling —Fragaria 


231 


other in a greenhouse in similar pots and similar soil mix, all 
retained the distinctive morphological features seen in the field 
and in some cases these features became even more pronounced. 
For example, plants referable to Fragaria multicipita grew into 
large runnerless “bushes’" with 50-100 ramets, but retained their 
small size and small nearly stalkless leaflets, and either did not 
produce runners or produced a few very short runners to 10 cm 
long. The evidence of localized genetic differentiation, as well as 
a rather distinct habitat, are consistent with species rank, but the 
more important point is that there is now living material available 
for the further assessment of rank and the study of variation. 

Fragaria multicipita was one of the species used by Fernald 
(1925) to support his “persistence” or “nunutak” hypothesis, and 
it was also one of 45 species, potentially supporting the hypothesis, 
that were screened by Drury (1969). The explanation for, and 
nature of endemism and unusual patterns of plant variation in 
the Gulf of St. Lawrence region has still to be thoroughly explored, 
although recent studies (e.g., Brouillet and Labrecque, 1987; La- 
brecque and Brouillet, 1990; Houle and Haber, 1990) have con¬ 
tributed much useful information. As a non-halophytic and 
non-serpentine taxon, F. multicipita is especially relevant to the 
persistence concept and to an understanding of northeastern ende¬ 
mism. Drury (1969) noted that, to advance knowledge in these 
areas, what was needed most of all were detailed studies of ecol¬ 
ogy, natural history, and variation of some of the most critical 
endemic taxa, such as F. multicipita. 

An understanding of variation in native wild strawberries and 
the protection of this variation has become more relevant to 
agriculture over the past several years for two reasons. Firstly, it 
has become more widely recognized that North American straw¬ 
berry production has a narrow germplasm base (e.g., Luby et al.. 

1992). Secondly, the use of native wild strawberry germplasm to 
increase genetic diversity of cultivated strawberries is increasingly 
important because of the need to reduce the use ot chemicals tor 
disease and pest control, while at the same time increasing pro¬ 
duction efficiency (e.g., Daubeny, 1990). 

Two additional points arise from these considerations. One is 
that there are in North America important centers ot crop-relative 
diversity where in situ protection is desirable, the valley ot Riviere 
Ste.-Anne being an example. Secondly information on patterns 
of variation within species, that would be useful for purposes ot 
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germplasm protection, are inadequate, even for some of our most 
familiar native plants such as strawberries. 
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